The effect of blindness on horizontal plane sound source identification.
The effect of blindness on sound source identification was studied. Four groups of normally-hearing adults, two sighted and two blind, participated. Subjects were tested using arrays of four and eight loudspeakers, surrounding them in the horizontal plane. One sighted group was tested in quiet. The other groups were tested in continuous 60-dB SPL white noise. Three 75-dB SPL 300-ms stimuli were localized: one-third octave noise bands, centered at 0.5 and 4 kHz, and broadband noise. Broadband noise was easiest to localize (both binaural and spectral cues available), and the 0.5-kHz noise band was the most difficult (primarily interaural temporal difference cue available). Subjects with late-onset blindness achieved significantly higher scores than the early blind and blindfolded sighted subjects. The percentage correct decreased with an increase in the number of speakers, but background noise had no effect. The results attest to the benefit of early visual experience for spatial hearing in adulthood, and demonstrate the negative impact of sudden loss of sight.